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 “If you can feed yourself, you can free yourself.” 
 
-Grace Lee Boggs 
(1915-2015) 
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Abstract 
Food security has been a dominant theme in discourses on food systems within the field 
of public health. While a food security framework helps us better understand how access to 
nutritious food impacts one’s health, it does not take into account the underlying politics, power 
dynamics, and history that have influenced food systems. The concept of food sovereignty, 
introduced by small-scale peasant farmers, is one such way to address these factors. Though 
there exists overlap between food security and food sovereignty, the latter promotes agency as a 
key component of more just and equitable food systems. 
 
Through this publication, the author considers the importance of food sovereignty in food 
systems work and makes a case for the inclusion of a food sovereignty approach in public health 
and nutrition research, practice, and discourse. The author does this through a review of the 
relevant literature related to food security, food sovereignty, and public health. This review is 
followed by an analysis of three efforts to combat food insecurity that are rooted in a food 
sovereignty paradigm, using a 5A’s of Food Security (5A) framework.  
 
These efforts, and others like it, show promise in effecting a paradigm shift in the way 
society address food insecurity and hunger. Despite lacking a wealth of empirical data linking 
food sovereignty approaches to improved health outcomes, these efforts have shown success in 
improving many proximal and distal determinants of health. The fruits of such efforts make the 
case for further discussion and investigation into the connections between food sovereignty and 
public health. 
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Introduction 
Food security has been a dominant theme in discourses on food systems within the field 
of public health. It is defined as a situation that exists when all people, at all times, have physical, 
social and economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food that meets their dietary needs 
and food preferences for an active and healthy life.1 Furthermore, this concept commonly rests 
upon the following four pillars: 
 
1. Food availability: The availability of sufficient quantities of food of appropriate quality, 
supplied through domestic production or imports (including food aid). 
2. Food access: Access by individuals to adequate resources (entitlements) for acquiring 
appropriate foods for a nutritious diet. Entitlements are defined as the set of all 
commodity bundles over which a person can establish command given the legal, political, 
economic and social arrangements of the community in which they live (including 
traditional rights such as access to common resources). 
3. Utilization: Utilization of food through adequate diet, clean water, sanitation and health 
care to reach a state of nutritional well-being where all physiological needs are met. This 
brings out the importance of non-food inputs in food security. 
4. Stability: To be food secure, a population, household or individual must have access to 
adequate food at all times. They should not risk losing access to food as a consequence of 
sudden shocks (e.g. an economic or climatic crisis) or cyclical events (e.g. seasonal food 
insecurity). The concept of stability can therefore refer to both the availability and access 
dimensions of food security. 
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The connections between food security, nutrition and health are well-established in 
literature. For example, higher intakes of fruits and vegetables are characteristics of healthy 
eating patterns and are associated with reduced risk of cardiovascular disease, diabetes, stroke, 
cancers, overweight and obesity in adults.2 Food security also has positive impacts on the weight 
status and general health outcomes of children.3 However, In the U.S., fruit and vegetable 
consumption is extremely low; only 12.2% of adults meet their required daily intake of fruit and 
9.3% meet the requirement for vegetables.4 This is in part due to food insecurity, defined as 
“limited or uncertain availability of nutritionally adequate and safe foods or limited or uncertain 
ability to acquire acceptable foods in socially acceptable ways.”5 The impact of food insecurity is 
not only felt innutrition, but in other sectors also. For instance, hunger and food insecurity cost 
the U.S. $178.9 billion in healthcare costs and poor educational outcomes.6 
 
There are additional connections between food security and socioeconomic status. The 
rate of food insecurity for households with incomes below 185% of poverty level (2017: $24,858 
for a family of 4) is 30.8%, almost 3x the national rate of 11.8%.7 Income and socioeconomic 
status are indicators of food insecurity, with those who are more financially stable tending to be 
more food secure than those who do not have the adequate financial resources to buy enough 
food to eat. The populations most at risk of food insecurity, hunger, obesity, and poor nutrition 
include urban ethnic minorities, those living in remote rural areas, recent immigrants, 
undocumented migrants, and Aboriginal/Indigenous peoples.8 
 
While a food security framework helps us better understand how availability of, access 
to, utilization of and stability related to nutritious food impacts one’s health, its most basic 
Hart, Adante  Agency Matters | Introduction 
 
 8 
definition does not take into account the underlying politics, power dynamics, and history that 
have influenced food systems. This is quite evident in most of public health’s approach towards 
food systems; a large focus on individual behavior change instead of root causes of hunger, 
malnutrition, and poverty.9 
 
The concept of food sovereignty is one such way to address these underlying factors in 
food systems. Food sovereignty emerged from the small-scale peasant farmer movement La Via 
Campesina as a response to the unequal distribution of power in global food systems that favor 
large scale commercial agribusiness rather than the working-class farmers and food producers. 
Earlier definitions of food security did not emphasize such issues of equity and distribution of 
power. Food sovereignty is defined as “the right of peoples to define their own food and 
agriculture...to determine the extent to which they want to be self-reliant... Food sovereignty 
does not negate trade, but rather, it promotes the formulation of trade policies and practices that 
serve the rights of peoples to safe, healthy and ecologically sustainable production.”10 We see 
that this definition encompasses the four pillars, acknowledging the necessity of a food security 
framework. It also places just as much emphasis on the agency of individuals in shaping their 
own food systems. Food production is another focus, given the concept was developed in large 
part by farmers. 
 
Food sovereignty has been made manifest in research and praxis. A prime example of 
this is the concept of community food security (CFS), which emerged in the U.S. in the late 
1990s, and has appeared in a growing number of  food systems discourses. It is defined as “a 
situation in which all community residents obtain a safe, culturally acceptable, nutritionally 
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adequate diet through a sustainable food system that maximizes community self-reliance and 
social justice.”11 Whereas food security focuses on the individual and his/her household, 
community food security focuses on communities of households and focuses on promoting local 
food systems as a solution to food insecurity. This is a step in the right direction by acknowledge 
the existence of injustice within food systems and taking action that empowers communities, 
advocates for inclusion of all community members, and promotes food systems that are 
democratic and community-responsive.11 
 
Within a food sovereignty framework lies the potential to disrupt cycles of 
intergenerational poverty and poor health characteristic of communities most impacted by food 
insecurity. In other words, “In the area of challenging social injustice, food sovereignty seems to 
give voice to the people who are most marginalized within the existing food system.”12 Further 
highlighting the importance of the concept, the American Public Health Association (APHA) has 
recommended organizations take actions grounded in food sovereignty, namely the investment in 
small-scale farmers and agricultural enterprises, in order to combat food insecurity.13 
 
To better connect the concepts of food security and food sovereignty, we will use the 5 
A’s of food security framework (5A). Developed by Cecilia Rocha, a food and nutrition 
economist, 5A includes a political component to the main food security framework. It breaks 
food security down into the five pillars of Availability, Accessibility, Adequacy, Acceptability, 
and Agency.14 They are defined as such: 
 
1. Availability: Sufficient food for all people at all times. 
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2. Accessibility: Physical and economic access to food for all at all times. 
3. Adequacy: Access to food that is nutritious and safe, and produced in environmentally 
sustainable ways. 
4. Acceptability: Access to culturally acceptable food, which is produced and obtained in 
ways that do not compromise people’s dignity, self-respect or human rights. 
5. Agency: The empowerment of citizens to define and secure their rights with respect to 
food security, along with the proper sociopolitical systems to enact and ensure these 
rights.15 
 
This inclusion of agency serves as the bridge between food sovereignty and food 
security; it helps us better understand and articulate the former, in terms of the latter.15 Through 
this publication, the author considers the importance of food sovereignty in food systems work 
and makes a case for the inclusion of a food sovereignty approach in public health and nutrition 
research, practice, and discourse. The author does this through a review of the current literature 
related to food security, food sovereignty, and public health. This review is followed by an 
analysis of three different efforts to combat food insecurity that are rooted in a food sovereignty 
approach: 1) Indigenous food sovereignty in American Indian and First Nations communities; 2) 
The Detroit Black Community Food Security Network (DBCFSN) and 3) the Baltimore-based 
Black Church Food Security Network (BCFSN). Each case serves to highlight the successes and 
challenges associated with implementing a food sovereignty approach on multiple social and/or 
ecological levels. The publication concludes with a discussion on the health promoting potential 
of a food sovereignty approach, its limitations in implementation in the context of public health, 
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and additional steps the field of public health must take to embrace food sovereignty and its 
associated values in practice. 
 
Methods 
A review of the literature related to food security, food sovereignty, health, and public 
health was conducted using Scopus, Google Scholar, and Web of Science. These three databases 
were selected based on consultation with a health sciences librarian. Searches for each individual 
term were done, followed by a cross search with another of these terms. The author also searched 
within the results for relevant citations to literature to further advance understanding of the 
subjects covered in this research. Next, Google searches were conducted using these terms in 
order to locate information to supplement what was found in the literature.  
 
Because of the BCFSN’s relative newness accounts of it were not present in academic 
literature. That being the case, the author conducted a semi-structured interview with founders of 
the network to better understand the why and how behind the network, and inquire about its 
goals and limitations in achieving them. 
 
Results 
Literature review 
 
Generally, the term “food security” generated more results than the terms “food 
insecurity” and “food sovereignty,” (individual and combined) across the three databases used. 
The same held true when searching for “food security” AND “public health” vs searching for 
“food sovereignty” AND ”public health.” The former combination of terms produced 1,324, 
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3,131, and 948,000 results in Scopus, Web of Science, and Google Scholar, respectively. The 
latter combination of terms produced 16, 29, and 7,760 results in the same respective databases 
as the first. Table 1 details the search results from each database, organized by term and 
additional terms included in the search.  
 
This variability in search results across databases speaks to the strengths and limitations 
of each database. Though Web of Science draws from a robust collection of journals, books, and 
other published sources, Scopus has a smaller database, but is grounded in social sciences and 
humanities in addition to the natural sciences. This trait of Scopus meant that although the 
number of search results were less than that of Web of Science, those results pulled from 
different disciplines, allowing for us to better infer potential links between food sovereignty and 
health. Google scholar included many of the same publications in its search results, but also 
includes theses, books, conference papers, and other unpublished materials. While Google 
Scholar search results contained a number of unpublished materials, they were important in 
helping paint a broader picture of the relationship between the concepts explored in this research.  
 
There was overlap between the database results. However, it was difficult to determine 
the amount of overlap given the enormity that such an effort would entail. Scholars have 
indicated that Google Scholar search results tend to encompass most search results from Scopus 
and Web of Science.16 Of particular interest was a 2015 meta-analysis of health equity, food 
security, and food sovereignty conducted by Weiler, Hergesheimer, et. al.8 Their findings also 
indicate a significant lack of literature pertaining to the intersection of food sovereignty and 
public health. Despite the dearth of literature on the topic, search trends from Web of Science 
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reveal an increase of searches over time (see Appendix). In fact, the number of searches more 
than doubled from 2016 (64) to 2019 (146). This increase in inquiries may represent growing 
interest in this intersection of topics, which has the potential to spur more research in these areas.  
 
 Online Database 
 Scopus Web of Science 
Google 
Scholar* Term 
"Food Security" 29,714 36,106 2,100,000 
     AND "food insecurity" 3,971 4,811 123,000 
     AND "food sovereignty" 347 431 20,000 
     AND "health" 6,547 9,827 1,810,000 
     AND "public health" 1,324 3,131 948,000 
"Food Insecurity" 7,632 8,755 247,000 
     AND "food sovereignty" 56 51 8,860 
     AND "health" 3,659 4,903 156,000 
     AND "public health" 745 1,289 75,000 
"Food Sovereignty" 884 1,008 30,800 
     AND "health" 86 116 21,900 
     AND "public health"  16  29  7,760  
 
Table 1:Search results for key terms using Scopus, Web of Science, and Google Scholar.  
*Google Scholar search results only display estimates, not actual number of results. 
Indigenous Populations 
Linkages between food sovereignty and health frequently appeared in literature on 
Indigenous communities, mostly in Canada and the Pacific Northwest. As previously stated, 
Indigenous/Aboriginal peoples are among those most impacted by food insecurity. Indigenous 
communities have a longstanding and well-documented relationship with the land. It is both 
connected to and is a key component of their culture, their foodways, and their overall health. 
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Prior to colonization, the traditional foods grown, hunted, and produced on the land provided 
100% of peoples’ caloric needs as well as their macronutrient and micronutrient needs.17 The 
colonization by European settlers led to the subsequent disposition of land and disrupted the way 
of life for most, if not all Indigenous communities. This was a main driver of food insecurity and 
poor health in these communities, as land loss prevented them from participating in the very 
traditional hunting, cultivating, and harvesting practices that sustained health for generations. 
Scholars of Indigenous studies cite colonialism as a deterrent to Indigenous health.  
 
When it comes to improving the health of Indigenous communities, most interventions 
and approaches have mostly operated from a deficit-based model, focusing on individual 
decisions and behaviors, and not addressing structural causes of health disparities. The concept 
of Indigenous Food Sovereignty (IFS), which has slowly emerged in the literature, takes a 
different approach. IFS is more focused on Indigenous communities, their relationships to each 
other, dependence on the land, and the restoration of Indigenous foods and food systems. 
Increasing communities’ self-determination is another goal of IFS. As scholars have noted, 
health equity is impacted by challenges to Indigenous communities’ food sovereignty.18   
 
Programs and policies related to IFS are diverse, reflecting each community, their needs, 
and their environment. Some communities have established wild food banks as a means of 
providing traditional foods that can no longer be easily obtained. Similar programs exist for 
traditional medicine, in which individuals can obtain herbs and natural remedies. Healing centers 
exist that operate using both culture-and trauma-informed approaches to improve well-being. 
Hunting wild game is a practice deeply tied to many Indigenous communities. However, because 
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government restrictions on hunting have become barriers to their livelihood, programs were 
created that provide funds to cover hunting license fees and equipment necessary for hunting. 
Seed libraries are organized as a way of passing down seeds of traditional plants and the 
traditional knowledge of how to grow them.19 Other programs and initiatives include community 
and partner-led classes on the cultivation, production, preparation, and preservation of traditional 
foods.20 
 
These efforts are not only seen as a means of teaching and preserving practical skills, 
they also serve to honor the heritage associated with these skills, reconnect Indigenous peoples to 
the land, and reclaim health. Many of these activities are community-driven and highlight skills 
that are based in these communities. These characteristics speak to the power of an assets-based 
model of community development.21 Lastly, Indigenous communities also collaborate with local 
health departments, social services, religious groups, and environmental organizations to achieve 
common goals around improving food systems that are community-relevant and advance their 
overall agency.  
 
If we look at the concept of IFS and the practices associated with it through the lens of 
the 5A’s framework, we see efforts such as wild food banks and hunting assistance ensure that 
members of Indigenous communities have traditional foods, and the ability to obtain them 
(Accessibility). Similarly, seed libraries ensure that plant foods are preserved and passed down to 
subsequent generations. Hunting assistance removes the legal barrier of needing a permit to hunt, 
providing better accessibility to wild game (Availability). The restoration and retention of 
Indigenous foods that are nutritious and health-promoting, through ways that are 
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environmentally sustainable and honor the land addresses both Adequacy and Acceptability. 
Finally, Agency is seen throughout the entirety of IFS, as the goal is to increase self-
determination of tribal communities. It is also seen through the re-establishing of connections 
between people and the land, a major component of Indigenous food systems. Classes and 
programs led by members of the community, and initiatives that are community-led and/or 
community-driven further empower communities and promotes agency. 
U.S.-based food security networks 
Detroit Black Community Food Security Network, Detroit, MI 
 
The Detroit Black Community Food Security Network (DBCFSN) is a nationally-
recognized organization rooted in community food sovereignty. It was formed in 2006, in 
response to: 1) decades of economic decline that devastated the city of Detroit and left many of 
its Black residents jobless, homeless, and/or food insecure due to the shuttering of many chain 
grocery stores within the city and 2) the exclusion of peoples of African descent from the 
resurgence of urban agriculture in the city, and the conversations about food security that came 
with it. With no convenient way for this community to access fresh food, Malik Yakini and other 
community activists came together and founded the DBCFSN as a means of developing a more 
self-reliant Black community with more agency and control over its food system.22 
 
The mission of DBCFSN is to “build self-reliance, food security and justice in Detroit’s 
Black community by influencing public policy, engaging in urban agriculture, promoting healthy 
eating, encouraging cooperative buying and directing youth towards careers in food-related 
fields.”23 Political education and organizing around food is paramount to the organization, as 
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food is both a basic necessity and is something that unites individuals of all backgrounds and 
ideologies. The DBCFSN does more than remedy food insecurity by providing food to those in 
need—it addresses the why—namely the political and economic structures that serve as barriers 
between Black people and nutritious food. Through education and critical conversations around 
race, power and the impact of White Supremacy on domestic and international food systems, the 
organization raises the collective consciousness of its members and surrounding community and 
empowers them to take a more active role in shaping their local food systems. 
 
DBCFSN carries out its mission in two main ways. First is through D-Town Farm, its 7-
acre main urban growing site and largest farm in the city of Detroit. The farm operates as both a 
site of food production for the city and as a teaching space where self-sufficiency is taught and 
promoted. The produce grown at D-Town Farm is sold in farmer’s markets, retail stores, and 
directly to the communities in need of food. The land also serves as a community center and 
gathering space. During its annual Harvest Festival, DBCFSN partners with physicians to 
provide health screenings, and chefs and dietitians to promote healthy cooking and eating 
through messages tailored for the Black community.22,24 
 
The mission of DBCFSN is also advanced by actively influencing public policy. In 2009, 
the DBCFSN, in partnership with the Detroit City Council led the establishment of the Detroit 
Food Policy Council, and has been at the forefront of the shaping of citywide food policies. 
Throughout the formation and planning of the council and its policies, the DBCFSN was 
intentional in making sure the community was involved in the process. What resulted was a food 
policy council with representation from all of Detroit, including community members, leadership 
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from local health departments, academic institutions, and key stakeholders from within the local 
food system. Each year, the council releases a report assessing the city’s food system, 
highlighting various food-related metrics.25 
 
In terms of the 5A’s, the DBCFSN embodies each component. While the D-Town farm 
produces food for the city’s residents, the presence of the farm and its success has inspired 
individuals and groups to grow food on vacant land (Availability). Given the organization was 
founded as a solution to a problem of access to fresh food within the Black community of Detroit 
accessibility is achieved. D-Town farm does not have organic certification, but food there is 
grown using sustainable practices (Adequacy). Involving the community in the growing of food 
while simultaneously teaching the values of self-determination, self-sufficiency and land 
stewardship displays acceptability. Finally, the efforts of D-Town Farm and the formation of a 
citywide food policy council highlight the importance of agency through collective work. This is 
also seen on the individual level, as residents who took more responsibility over their own food 
security began to do the same for their health and other areas of their lives.24 What started as 
growing food out of survival transformed into an act of resistance and ultimately, liberation, for 
the Black community of Detroit.  
 
The Black Church Food Security Network, Baltimore, MD 
 
Much like the case of the DBCFSN, the Black Church Food Security Network (BCFSN) 
was birthed out of a Black community’s response to crippling food insecurity. It was founded in 
Baltimore in 2015, by a group of Baltimore citizens, led by Rev. Heber Brown III of Pleasant 
Hope Baptist Church, following the civil unrest that took place as a result of ongoing police 
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brutality against Black residents, exemplified by the death of Freddie Gray while in police 
custody. 26 
 
During that time of unrest, parts of the city were under lockdown and closed, including 
many thoroughfares that connected residents to fresh food. In Baltimore, 34% of its Black 
residents live in healthy food priority areas (formerly known as “food deserts”), compared to 8% 
of the city’s White residents.27 Given these facts, the closures exacerbated an already large food 
access problem, and threatened even higher rates of food insecurity. Rather than wait for the 
government to intervene, Rev. Brown and local Black farmers took it upon themselves to gather 
fresh produce to distribute to the community, using the church as a distribution hub. Thus, the 
BCFSN came to be. 
 
The vision of the BCFSN is creating and maintaining “a sustainable, community-
centered, food system supported by Black Churches and Black Producers, led by those most 
directly affected by food inequity,” with the mission to “strengthen and establish economic 
ventures that supply and support every part of the food system through working with Black 
churches, conducting research, and building social cohesion.”26,28 
 
The BCFSN works directly with Black-owned farms and food businesses to provide 
produce and other food-related services to the churches and communities that the network 
encompasses. The network also partners with other Baltimore and Maryland-based grassroots 
organizations and research institutions to further its vision for more community-driven food 
systems. Its reach extends beyond Baltimore, as the BCFSN has developed relationships with 
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churches, seminaries, community organizations and Black-owned farms as far South as North 
Carolina and as far West as Ohio.  
 
In addition to consulting with other Black churches on how to become more involved in 
their local food systems, the BCFSN holds monthly “Soil to Sanctuary” markets at Pleasant 
Hope, its anchor church. Here, the community can come to purchase fresh produce, eggs, and 
meat grown on Black farms and value-added food products from Black distributors, learn how to 
cook healthy meals, and receive nutrition, health, and wellness education from health 
professionals.  
 
This particular grassroots network was included in this study, as it takes place in and 
around Black churches, which are historically known for their involvement in socio-political 
movements in the U.S. They are also well-established sites for health promotion efforts. The 
bulk of nutrition-related public health studies involving Black churches have targeted areas 
including fruit and vegetable consumption, reducing risk factors for chronic disease/management 
and prevention and adoption of healthy behaviors. Additionally, this case was included given 
that faith-based efforts to address food insecurity have largely operated from a charity model, 
taking the form of food pantries and periodic serving of meals to the poor and needy. The 
BCFSN is different in that it embraces a food sovereignty approach in how it combats food 
insecurity, advancing self-sufficiency and mobilizing churches to serve as conduits of health in 
their respective communities. 
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Although the BCFSN has many similarities to the DBCFSN, its differences are evident 
when analyzing through a 5A framework. Also, the eight-year age difference between the two 
organizations means there is less data on the impact of the BCFSN on food security and health 
compared with the DBCFSN, thus making outcomes hard to measure. In terms of Availability, 
the BCFSN does not operate a 7 acre urban farm as the one in Detroit. However, we can argue 
that as a network of churches with farmable land and farms (urban and rural) there is the 
potential to have sufficient food for all people. The farmers grow a variety of crops and raise 
animals in environmentally stable ways, in amounts to meet the needs of the congregations that 
they service (Adequacy and Acceptability). Providing consultation to churches on how to use 
their land to grow food or serve as hubs for their respective communities speaks to Agency. 
Lastly, while the BCFSN did not create a food policy council as in Detroit, members of its 
network do work with/are a part of Baltimore City’s food policy council, exercising Agency in 
shaping local policies to reduce disparities in food security.  
 
Discussions and Conclusion 
Examining each of the efforts in the previous section through a 5A framework gives us 
valuable insight into their ability to address food insecurity while promoting individuals’ agency 
within their respective food systems. We want to connect these findings to public health and 
nutrition, to further build a case for why food sovereignty ought to be included more in their 
discourse and practice around food systems. First, we will analyze its strengths in relation to 
existing frameworks around health promotion and disease prevention. Next, we will identify 
potential limitations in advancing a food sovereignty approach. Our discussion will conclude by 
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identifying additional steps necessary to propel the field of public health forward using such an 
approach. 
 
Question 1: What makes these efforts that are rooted in food sovereignty successful in promoting 
health, and useful for the fields of public health and nutrition? 
 
A food sovereignty approach, by its very nature, places emphasis on causative factors and 
addresses more upstream causes of food insecurity. Where food security looks at the problem of 
lack of adequate food and seeks to address the why behind it, a food sovereignty approach goes a 
step further, analyzing the systemic factors and addressing the “why behind the why.” This 
characteristic aligns the concept with public health practice, which also tends to have a more 
upstream view. 
 
This approach addresses both proximal and distal social determinants of health (SDH). 
Social determinants of health are conditions in the environments in which people are born, live, 
learn, work, play, worship, and age that affect a wide range of health, functioning, and quality-
of-life outcomes and risks. Healthy People 2020 organizes the SDH into five domains: Economic 
stability, Education, Health and Health Care, Neighborhood and Built Environment, and Social 
and Community Context.29 Each of these domains were addressed throughout each of the 
organizational narratives in the previous section. Please note that the SDH are not limited to 
these five domains; these were just ones that Healthy People identified. 
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As an example, many of the organizations highlighted work to improve food access for 
the populations they serve. Increased access to fresh food is linked to improved fruit and 
vegetable intake that is known to improve health.2 Social involvement and community garden 
participation were also significantly associated with increased intake of fruits and vegetables.30 
Finally, fruit and vegetable intake have historically been promoted as a key pillar of self-
determination, further tying the concept of food sovereignty to health.22 
 
As we saw in the case of IFS, SDH goes beyond the domains set by Healthy People and 
can include things such as agency and self-determination. These are not widely addressed in the 
literature. This is likely due to traits like self-determination being difficult to quantitatively 
measure. However, if we consider the outcomes associated with self-determination we see that it 
does not remain compartmentalized in the realm of food systems. Malik Yakini’s words on 
agency highlight the transformative effect of this determinant on peoples’ lives: “We don’t think 
that planting kale is going to save Detroit. We have a myriad of challenges, and the food-related 
challenges fit within this larger context, but what we do think is the pride people feel when 
they’re beginning to grow food and exert control over food systems, that pride lights a fire inside 
that reignites our understanding of our own capacity to shape our lives and our communities.”31 
 
Another way to view food sovereignty is through a social ecological framework. In this 
framework, health and behaviors are influenced not only by the individual, but also by the 
environments and systems in which the individual exists. The levels of influence by which 
interventions target include the individual, interpersonal, organizational, community, and 
policy.32 It is widely accepted in health promotion research that interventions that target two or 
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more levels typically have the largest impact on changing health behaviors.33,34 Looking at the 
social ecological model (SEM) of health, we find that food sovereignty approaches to food 
insecurity tend to impact multiple levels of the SEM. For instance, the focus of farming and 
gardening at D-Town Farm targets the community through building greener spaces that can be 
used as community gathering sites, but it also targets the individual and interpersonal levels. 
Gardening, specifically, has been shown to have a positive impact on both youth and older 
adults.35 For older adults, gardening has been associated with overall health promotion, improved 
quality of life, fitness, cognitive ability, and socialization.36 For youth, it can lead to improved 
attitudes to farming/gardening.37 Having youth that are more willing to learn agricultural skills 
gives hope that the work carried forth by those older will continue, bolstering the sustainability 
of these efforts. 
Also, the organizations in the previous section employed approaches to addressing food 
insecurity that were multifaceted and relevant to the cultures in which they were situated. Studies 
show that culturally relevant interventions/programs have a greater impact on improving health 
in specific communities than a typical, “one-size-fits-all” approach.38 It is important to note here 
that in the context of food nutrition, culturally relevant is not limited only to including foods 
typically associated with one’s heritage. It also takes into account other factors that include 
income, regional lifestyle, relationship to the land, and shared principles.39 
 
Question 2: What are the limitations of implementing a food sovereignty paradigm? 
 
Though we have made a strong case for the potential success of the field of public health 
taking a food sovereignty approach toward food systems work and improving health outcomes, 
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there exist a number of limitations to implementing such an approach. One limitation is that there 
is a dearth of work related to food sovereignty in public health research and training. This was 
most evident in the small number of search results generated when searching for the terms 
“public health” and “food sovereignty,” simultaneously. It must be noted that these low numbers 
could be more of a reflection of the relative newness and unfamiliarity of the concept of food 
sovereignty as compared to food security.  
 
This dearth of work is an indicator that food sovereignty is not a topic that many in the 
field of public health are researching. This highlights a need for more people in the field 
analyzing food systems. Specifically, more research is needed on interventions linking food 
systems and health in order to find ones which advance health and communities’ food 
sovereignty.8 This need also extends to the field of nutrition, as according to the Academy of 
Nutrition and Dietetics, “dietetics professionals are uniquely positioned to make valuable 
contributions in education, practice, research, advocacy, and public policy, especially through 
community-based involvement.”40 
 
Communities are just as valuable as academic researchers in advancing this area of study 
and can take a larger role in the research process. They can take a page from the DBCFSN and 
participate as co-investigators with researchers in academic spaces, with there being an equitable 
distribution of power.41 Community-based participatory research (CBPR), photovoice, and oral 
history are all ways in which communities impacted most by food insecurity can make 
contributions to the research base but also help shape the narrative about themselves, and come 
closer to attaining self-sufficiency.42 43 
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Investing more energy into this research will generate the quantitative and qualitative 
data needed to measure health outcomes, sustainability, and effectiveness. It will also produce 
important economic data that potential stakeholders and investors would require in order to 
further fund this work. 
 
Shifting the current paradigm with regards to food security and implementing a food 
sovereignty approach hinges upon the political will of organizations, institutions, and 
governments. For example, the highly successful food security programs in Belo Horizonte, 
Brazil created through the Municipal Under-Secretariat for Food and Nutritional Security 
(SMASAN) came about due to the local government declaring food insecurity a priority to focus 
on. SMASAN improved the nutrition of its population through funding citywide cafeterias 
serving affordable, nutrient-dense meals, a School Meals program that feeds 150,000 children 
per day, a Family Farm Food Purchase Program that pays local farmers to produce food for the 
previous two programs, youth and adult nutrition education efforts, and more. The positive 
health outcomes resulting from these programs are documented in literature.15 Unfortunately, 
recent elections in Brazil have resulted in increased power to agribusinesses, relaxed standards of 
farming, and increased use of agrochemicals.44 This means rollbacks and/or cuts to many 
governmental programs, such as the ones set up through SMASAN, effectively weakening them. 
In the U.S., efforts to advance food sovereignty are often stifled by market neoliberalism that 
underlies much of the country’s approach to food systems. 45 
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Finally, the broad scope of food sovereignty work is another limitation, as most 
approaches in the literature are tailored for specific communities. Customizing an intervention 
for specific communities involves additional time and resources, which may not be readily 
available for some researchers. However, as we have seen in the organizational narratives, doing 
so can yield substantial benefits. 
 
Question 3: What additional steps must be taken in order for the field of public health to better 
embrace food sovereignty in its practice? 
 
Public health is “the science and art of preventing disease, prolonging life and promoting 
health through organized efforts of society.” 46 A major emphasis needs to be placed on the 
words “organized” and “society.” We have seen through the DBCFSN that organizing 
communities to embrace principles of food sovereignty and putting it at the forefront of food 
policies yields tangible results. In a similar vein, those in the field of public health must 
collaborate among themselves and with those on the fringes as well. There does not exist one 
single program/policy/intervention that promotes health by fully addressing all of the social 
determinants of health, as there are virtually an infinite amount. To address these determinants 
requires a multifaceted approach that involves the concerted efforts of multiple groups working 
together to bring change.  
 
With that in mind, more intersectional work in public health, nutrition and other 
disciplines needs to take place. This means increased dialogue between public health and food 
studies, the promotion of interdisciplinary studies and partnership building, and the cultivation of 
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more intersectional thinkers on the undergraduate and graduate level.47 One way this can be 
achieved is through reformation of public health and/or nutrition curriculum to include critical 
analysis of food systems, including a component on food sovereignty. Graduate students and 
faculty at Virginia Tech and North Carolina State University also realized this and developed a 
course on community food security in the Appalachian region that was taught at both 
campuses.48 On the professional level, Critical Dietetics is an organization that seeks to facilitate 
such conversations within the field of nutrition and dietetics.49  
 
As stated before, public health practitioners must also work alongside the communities 
most impacted by food insecurity, as co-laborers. Just as the concept of food sovereignty is 
associated with equitable distributions of power, so must the efforts of the field of public health 
and the people who work to promote it.  
 
Those in the field must also resist the temptation to address food insecurity by only 
increasing access to fresh foods.50 It cannot be done simply by educating people on how to cook 
these foods either.51 Doing these things still places a majority of the responsibility on the 
individuals and communities, without addressing the underlying power structures that have 
enabled these disparities in income and food security.  
 
It must be stated that the purpose of this publication is not to advocate for food 
sovereignty to replace food security as the way by which those in the field of public health 
nutrition analyze food systems. Food studies scholars have observed the tension and perceived 
opposition between these two schools of thought in literature.52 We should not minimize our 
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understanding of the links between nutrition, hunger, and health, as food insecurity is a serious 
issue domestically and globally. However, we must also keep in mind that in this field, agency 
matters, and that requires us to have a better understanding of how the values of self-
determination and human rights tie into these health and nutrition-related issues. Then and only 
then can we take the necessary actions needed to create a more just and equitable food system. 
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“O God,  
to those who have hunger give bread,  
and to us who have bread  
give us a hunger for justice.” 
 
 
 
-Benedictine prayer 
 
